Bonding babies
To place current views of the importance of the early mother-infant relationship in context, it is perhaps as well to begin by reminding ourselves how things have changed over the years. Among most psychologists, the emphasis 20 years ago was on the effects of disrupting already formed attachments and, as these were thought to be formed in the latter part of the first year, separation in the neonatal period was held to be of little consequence. One American author of the period, whose views were quite typical, stated that provided the baby received 'a minimal amount of stimulation, personal attention, and individualised care, the mother-infant relationship was of little importance in the first 6 months of life'.
By way of contrast, a colleague was recently talking to teenagers in a comprehensive school who had just completed a course on parenthood, and was asked to elaborate on the 'dire consequences' that the children had been told would follow any interruption of the early mother-infant relationship.
In Separation studies have been carried out with both term and preterm babies. A comparison of these indicates the difficulties that may face parents of preterm babies-regardless of separationbecause of the initial unpredictability in the behaviour of immature infants which can make them frustrating and uneasy social partners. 6 Though 293 frequent and sustained contact with a sick or preterm baby may increase the degree of parental anxiety, it is clear that the anxiety is usually psychologically productive and most parents want not only contact, but also a sense of being involved in the care of their children.
Dangers in the concept
The most obvious danger in the idea that early separation leads to more or less permanent (;amage to mother-infant relationships is the unnecessary upset it can cause to those who are separated from their babies and have heard about bonding. Many clinicians have encountered parents who can be very difficult to reassure. Given the frequency with which claims about the near irreversibility of separation effects are made in professional publications, the media, and material intended for parents, this is not surprising.
Other effects may run deeper than this. The idea that psychological development and the formation of a relationship can be upset by a single specific event is an old one but it runs in the face of what we know about adaptability and compensation in developmental processes. Instead of seeing parental relationships growing out of a life lived in a specific culture with many 'formative' experiences, attention is focussed on a brief moment in time. This can lead us to ignore the psychological and social worlds from which parents come and to which they will return with their infant. In addition, it promotes a distorted view of the nature of developmental processes. The idea of bonding also encourages us to ignore the complexities of human relationships. We have all heard of assessment procedures that ask someone to state whether or not a mother has bonded to her baby. Where is the space for the ambivalence that is universal in human relationships-for the joy, fear, anxiety, frustration, triumph, and many other feelings we may have for our offspring?
Ways forward
Perhaps the persistence of the concept of bonding is partly a function of our failure to provide anything better, or at least to explain clearly what is at issue. There is a comforting simplicity in the idea of bonding, but sadly, human behaviour is not simple and the contemplation of its full complexity often seems to have the discomforting effect of leading us to examine our own feelings. But attempts are underway to provide more satisfactory theoretical formulations of the growth of social relations. 4 7 Despite all the difficulties with the concept of bonding, we can say with certainty that conditions for infants and their parents in maternity and neonatal units have greatly improved in recent years, and much of the credit for that must go to those who, through the concept of bonding, drew attention to the problems. Now it is for us to build on their work and take the next step forward.
